
        
            
                
            
        

    …My back was to the door, and I didn’t hear it open. The only the warning I received of Rob’s presence was a whiff of his signature cologne. I turned to find him standing less than a foot away. I had no idea how long he’d been there.

He was wearing jeans and a Tshirt, and I noticed he’d put on weight since the last time I saw him. Back then, he was thin as a rail, so the extra pounds were a big improvement. Apart from a few strands of silver in his otherwise dark brown hair, he looked pretty much the way he had before he’d started drinking liquor out of the bottle instead of a glass. For that I was glad.
 “Hi.” We both said it at the same time, then laughed. In spite of everything and my determination to keep my distance, I hopedhe’d close the gap, take me in his arms and hug me as long and as hard as I wanted to hug him. I couldn’t believe it didn’t happen, and I didn’t understand why.

What was he waiting for? Rob and I were soul mates; two halves of a whole.
 A tic started in my neck. My chest felt tight, I was having trouble with my breathing, and my cock was making its wants known by pressing hard against the zipper of my pants. This was ridiculous. The feelings were still there between us as hot and as strong as the day we first met. No matter what had happened in the past, or what promises I’d made about not getting involved again, I knew it wouldn’t take long before we forgot the unimportant things. We still wanted one another. No matter how we might pretend otherwise, it was as simple as that. We wanted to rip off our clothes, jump into the nearest bed and fuck our brains out…
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SIMPLY IRRESISTIBLE

A strange but insistent ring-ring sound awoke me. I tried to ignore it, then remembered I was in London and the noise was the fucking bedside phone. I opened one eye a crack and grabbed the offending instrument. “Yes?”

A brisk female voice assaulted my barely awake bra in. “Mr. Chapman? This is the front desk. Will you be leaving us today, or will you be staying an extra night?”

“Leaving. I told the clerk that when I arrived.”
 “Yes, sir. He made a note of it, but…”
 I sat up and rubbed my still sleep-clogged eyes with my free
 hand. The room was flooded with sunlight, and I didn’t have a clue what I’d done with my watch. “So what’s the problem?” “The time is precisely three minutes after twelve o’clock noon, sir, and noon is our normal checkout time.”

Oh, shit!
 I dragged myself out of the bed, tried to stand, but a wave of

dizziness forced me to sit down again on the edge. “Sorry. Guess I overslept. If you need to charge me for another day that’s fine, just go ahead and do it.” I stifled a yawn. The magazine would be paying,not me, and if they didn’t like it, tough.

“If you would be kind enough to vacate the room by one o’clock or shortly thereafter that won’t be necessary, sir.”
 “Sure, I can do that. Thank you.”
 “Our pleasure, sir. The hotel understands the time difference can sometimes be a little difficult for our overseas visitors, and we do our best to be accommodating whenever possible. Thank you so much for your cooperation,” she added before terminating the call.

Difficult? No kidding! I wanted to crawl back into bed and forget the world, but that wasn’t an option. I had a job to do. After a couple of unsuccessful attempts, I got to my feet, located my watch on the dresser and discovered it was after four in the morning, California time. I headed for the bathroom.
 The dizzy feeling had passed, leaving me with a dull headache, a dry mouth and the knowledge I needed to empty my bladder, now. After I’d attended to the urgent call of nature, I stared at my reflection in the full-length mirror. At a whisper over six feet, I was a little above average height, and I had a nicely proportioned body. But it was all downhill from there—overly long dark brown hair badly in need of professional attention; bleary, red-rimmed eyes with dark circles beneath due to lack of sleep; and twodays’ worth of stubble on my chin, along with the feeling that if I didn’t start going to the gym more often I’d regret it.
 Going by how I looked and felt, I figured I could trade in my job as a reporter for an entertainment magazine and become national poster boy for the morning after the night before. No sweat.
 On second thought, street person might work even better. The eyes and the beard gave me the right look. The taste in my mouth was as disgusting as the sweaty, crumpled jeans and Tshirt I’d just stepped out of. I can’t sleep on planes, and I hate the food, so air travel is not something I enjoy. After flying from L.A. to London with an unscheduled six-hour stopover in New York, due to what we were told were mechanical problems, I was lucky to look even this good.
 I always put my razor and a change of clothing in my carry-on bag when I’m going on a long flight, just in case. This time I hadn’t even thought about it. I’d had more important things on my mind. By the time I deplaned at Heathrow, my appearance was the least of my concerns. I just wanted to find a cab and get to the hotel for some much-needed sleep.
 I’d made it to my hotel here in central London just fine. Sleep was another story. I hadn’t wanted this assignment. I hadn’t wanted to come toEngland. I’d wanted to go to Hawaii to visit with a couple of friends. Most of all, I hadn’t wanted to do anything that involved Robin Fletcher, former movie star, ex-lover, and all around pain in the ass. What the two of us once had was over.
 I’d never expected to see or hear from Rob again. Then, completely out of the blue, he’d gotten in touch with my boss and asked if the magazine was interested in interviewing him. And because the two of us had once had a close relationship, it had been decided I was the best person for the job. I’d accepted the assignment because they were right. I knew Rob, the man, and he’d been out of the public eye long enough for people to forget the good and remember the bad. I felt morally responsible to make sure the interview was an honest portrayal of the man I knew and not a fluff piece full of innuendo and half-truths aimed at selling millions of copies.
 It was also an opportunity for me to fill in some of the blanks by getting answers to a couple of questions I’d never had the chance to ask. Such as: what made you throw it all away and disappear? What really happened? And then, what happened after that?
 When I arrived last night, I should have done the sensible thing—taken a shower and called room service for something to eat. But I’d wanted to forget about Rob for a few hours, so I’d downed half a bottle of scotch, sprawled on the bed, and passed out. Now I was paying for it with a mammoth headache that didn’t want to quit.
 With less than an hour to get my ass in gear and get out of the room, I swallowed a couple of painkillers, turned on the shower and stepped into the cubicle. A shower and clean clothes would help me feel more like myself. It would not change the fact that where Rob was concerned I’d never been big on willpower and I knew it. One look from his big, dark eyes was all it took. By coming to England, I knew I’d fall for him all over again and get my heart broken in exactly the same way I had all those other times. I’d get past it eventually, but it never got any easier. Each time it happened was just a little bit harder and hurt that little extra bit more.
 Okay, so I was a fool and a double-dyed idiot who should—and did—know better. I shouldn’t have handed him my heart on a plate when I knew damn well he didn’t have a clue how to take care of it. Love truly was a total bitch, and if there was a cure, I had yet to find it.
 I opened the shampoo and lathered a generous handful into my hair.
 Mine and Rob’s history went way back. We first met while looking for jobs as movie extras. I was fresh off the bus from a small coastal town in northern California, and he’d just arrived from England the week before. I asked if he knew of anywhere cheaper to stay than my motel. He’d said no, but if I believed in the theory that two could live as cheaply as one, I was welcome to share his room.
 There we were, two star-struck, wet-behind-the-ears teenagers who’d thought all it took to make it in Hollywood was a great body and good looks. We’d both qualified in that regard, but we washed a lot of restaurant dishes and parked a ton of cars before we realized it took a whole lot more than that. Things like talent, luck, meeting people who knew people, and also being in the right place at the right time.
 Although we continued living together, our lives gradually took different directions. I gave up on my dream and found a job with an entertainment magazine, reporting the action from the other side of the footlights. Rob had become a major motion picture star, with a couple of Oscars for best supporting actor to his credit. He’d been in great demand, making one movie after another, until he walked off the set of his last one, claiming irreconcilable artistic differences.
 Things like that happen, but instead of looking for a new script, he took it badly. After refusing all my efforts to talk about it, he turned to pills and booze, and soon after that we split up. I didn’t know if he’d quit acting permanently, planned a comeback, or even if he was dead or alive. It wasn’t until he contacted the magazine about an interview I learned he was alive and well and living in England.
 My boss had figured the interview could be done via video conferencing or phone. Rob said no. He wasn’t comfortable with that and made it a condition I go over there and do the interview, face to face. The magazine is a division of a large publishing group, and while those at the top are usually the ones to make the conditions, they also know a golden opportunity when they see one. They were happy to go along with whatever Rob wanted provided I undertook a small chore for the book publishing arm, which was to sound Rob out on the possibility of doing his biography. I’ve done a number of bios on other big names in the movie business, so if Rob agreed, they wanted me to do that as well.
 I finished with my hair and reached for the shower gel.
 The fact I wanted nothing to do with any part of it was neither here nor there. Rob still had huge fan appeal. If I’d said no or even quit my job, an opportunity like this would not have been shelved or forgotten. A way would have been found over or around Rob’s conditions and the assignment given to another reporter. Someone who didn’t know Rob and was looking to make a name for himself, regardless who got hurt or was made to look a fool in the process. I’d been too big a part of Rob’s life for too many years to let that happen. I’d loved him, and I knew deep down I still did. If anyone was going to do this, it had to be me.
 At one time, Rob and I shared everything—our hopes, our dreams, the ratty, roach-infested room in West Hollywood that boasted little more than a single bed and a broken hotplate, and everything that came later once Rob got his first big role. We’d broken up and gotten back together a dozen times or more, always promising this time it would be forever.
 The last time we split, after the problem on the movie and Rob’s decision to self-destruct, he’d disappeared out of my life completely. No calls, no messages, nothing. There had been stories and rumors, and someone swore they’d seen him in New York, but I heard nothing I was able to confirm.
 I rinsed away the soap, turned off the shower and grabbed a towel. And now, surprise, surprise, he’d resurfaced. I suppose I should have expected it, but I hadn’t. Fade to black and let them wonder what happened would have been more Rob’s style.
 Was I nervous about seeing Rob again? Yes, but only because I didn’t know what to expect. It was around eighteen months since he’d done his vanishing act. Had he changed? Had he cut out the booze and the pills and pulled himself together? Or had he hit bottom and only offered to do the interview because he needed the money?
 He’d told my boss he lived about thirty miles from London, and I could stay with him while I did the interview. He’d given his address as the Manor House, Winters End, Buckinghamshire. It sounded more classy than cozy, and I wondered if it was a rental or if it belonged to one of Rob’s friends.
 I finished drying myself, dropped the towel on the floor and rechecked the time. With half an hour left, I opted to shave rather than go with the currently fashionable unkempt look. I also switched on the coffee machine that came with the room. To my relief, the resultant brew wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. While I was drinking it, I put on a pair of khakis and a black golf shirt and repacked my bags. The last time I was here, I’d rented a car and spent half my time getting lost, being stuck in traffic jams, and driving around and around those god-awful roundabouts. This time, I’d decided to take whatever other transportation was available and save myself the angst.
 I’d found Winters End on the map, and the easiest way there appeared to be by train from Marylebone Station to the town of High Wycombe and then a taxi to the Manor House. Winters End itself was no more than a few miles from the center of town, but the only way to get there was via a jumble of narrow back roads that twisted and turned around whatever immoveable obstacles prevented them from proceeding in a straight line. Another good reason to leave the driving to someone who knew what they were doing.
 With a couple of minutes to go before one o’clock, I took a quick look around the room to make sure I’d left nothing behind. I then collected my bags and my jacket and headed for the elevator and the front desk.
 I’d brought as much with me in the way of clothes and toiletries as I figured I’d need for a two-week stay. If it turned out to be less, I wouldn’t run short of anything. If Rob agreed to the biography, I could be here in England for a while, and that could present a bunch of problems I didn’t even want to think about.
 * * * The train journey from London took less than an hour. A fast, uninteresting trip through unending urban sprawl that did nothing to take my mind off the upcoming meeting with Rob.

There was just the one taxi waiting in the station yard when I left the train at High Wycombe, and I was the only potential customer. I gave the driver Rob’s address, waited while he loaded my luggage and then got in. The balance of the journey turned out to be both restful and relaxing. The driver kept within the speed limits with none of the jerky stop and go antics, jumping the lights, or verbal tirades aimed at other drivers that I was used to. Once we were away from the town, it was all winding leafy back roads and quaint villages with ancient churches and pubs I’d try to find time to visit while I was here.

The elderly driver, who hadn’t said a single word since we left the station, suddenly announced, “That’s Winters End down there at the bottom of the dip.”

I could see a farm and a scattering of houses spread back along the left side of the road. At the bottom of the hill, or dip as he called it, the road bore slightly to the right. “Is the Manor House in the village?”

“No, sir. It’s about a mile farther on. I’m a Winters End man myself. I was born here, and I’ve lived here all my life. When I was a nipper, my dad was head gardener at the Manor, and we lived in one of the cottages. Nice folk to work for are the Fletchers. Always take good care of their employees. When dad retired, they said he could stay in the cottage rent free for as long as he wanted. He was there right up until a few years ago when he passed on.”

His mention of the name Fletcher caught me by surprise. The driver was probably around sixty, which meant they’d owned the place for a long time. I doubted the name Fletcher was common enough to be a coincidence in a place this size, and I wondered where Rob fit in. Rob had never talked about his family, except for that one time when my mom called me on my birthday and I’d asked about his parents. He’d said his mother died when he was a baby and that he and his father didn’t get along. I’d known from the look on his face not to pursue the subject, and it had never been mentioned again. I’d never gotten along with my own father so it was no big deal.

The driver eventually turned into a semi-circular driveway and stopped before a large Victorian-style house.
 He stepped out, unloaded my luggage and placed it at the bottom of a short flight of shallow stone steps. I handed him the fare plus a substantial tip. He thanked me as he shoved the bills in his pants’ pocket and gave me a card with his phone number.
 “If you need a cab for any reason, just call this number and ask for Fred. I still live in the village, and I’m usually available.” He then wished me a pleasant stay, got back behind the wheel and took off.
 I stuck the card in my pocket and glanced up at the house. Four windows on each side of the entrance and the house consisted of two floors plus an attic floor, where I assumed the help had once slept. For all I knew, they still did. The property was well cared for. No peeling paint or cracked windows, nicely manicured grass and a complete absence of any weeds in the flower beds…all of which took plenty of TLC. But to this point, no twitching curtains or any other sign of life
 I picked up my bags, climbed the steps, and rang the buzzer set in the wall to one side of the black-painted door.
 I heard the ring echo faintly within the house. A moment later, it was followed by the click-clack of footsteps on hard floor.
 The door opened to reveal a rather delicious looking, darkhaired man about my own age wearing a navy suit complete with white shirt and matching blue tie.
 “If you’re selling something, we’re—”
 I didn’t give him a chance to finish or slam the door in my face. “I’m not. I’m Cal Chapman. I’m here to see Robin Fletcher. At his invitation,” I added for emphasis.
 “Oh, right. Mr. Chapman. I believe Rob’s expecting you.” With a brilliant smile and a flash of perfectly even white teeth, he stepped back, beckoned me inside and held out a hand. “I’m Steven Peters, Rob’s solicitor. Do you need some help with your luggage?”
 “I’m good. Thanks.”
 “In that case, just leave the bags here in the hall, and someone will take them to your room later. Rob’s on the phone with his broker. He shouldn’t be long.” He continued a few steps along the hall and opened a door. “In the meantime, perhaps you’d like to wait here in the library. Shall I have someone bring you tea, coffee?” He smiled, a little slyly I thought. “Perhaps something stronger?”
 As in the hair of the dog that bit me? I returned his smile. Okay, so I didn’t look my best. Neither would he if he’d spent the amount of time travelling to get here that I had. I needed to catch up on my sleep, and I needed food. I hadn’t eaten a thing since the stopover in New York, and that had been a less-than-satisfying, driedup panini. “No thanks.”
 Peters left, closing the door behind him. The guy had a nice ass, and I wondered if he was Rob’s current boyfriend. If he was, did I care? I didn’t want to, but yes, damn it, I did!
 Between his broker on the phone and his solicitor answering the door, it sounded as if Rob was the lord of the manor, or at least the heir apparent. Whatever his status here, the beautifully cared for property gave testament to the fact he wasn’t short of money.
 I glanced at my surroundings. The library was expensively furnished, but along the same lines I’d seen before in similar houses—a table, a few chairs and lots and lots of books. With nothing to do but wait, I glanced at the contents of the bookshelves. There were the classics along with old fiction, new fiction, and non-fiction, all in separate sections and in orderly rows. Some were by authors I recognized, while there were others I’d never heard of.
 My back was to the door, and I didn’t hear it open. The only the warning I received of Rob’s presence was a whiff of his signature cologne. I turned to find him standing less than a foot away. I had no idea how long he’d been there.
 He was wearing jeans and a Tshirt, and I noticed he’d put on weight since the last time I saw him. Back then, he was thin as a rail, so the extra pounds were a big improvement. Apart from a few strands of silver in his otherwise dark brown hair, he looked pretty much the way he had before he’d started drinking liquor out of the bottle instead of a glass. For that I was glad.
 “Hi.”
 We both said it at the same time, then laughed. In spite of everything and my determination to keep my distance, I hoped he’d close the gap, take me in his arms and hug me as long and as hard as I wanted to hug him. I couldn’t believe it didn’t happen, and I didn’t understand why.
 What was he waiting for? Rob and I were soul mates; two halves of a whole.
 A tic started in my neck. My chest felt tight, I was having trouble with my breathing, and my cock was making its wants known by pressing hard against the zipper of my pants. This was ridiculous. The feelings were still there between us as hot and as strong as the day we first met. No matter what had happened in the past, or what promises I’d made about not getting involved again, I knew it wouldn’t take long before we forgot the unimportant things. We still wanted one another. No matter how we might pretend otherwise, it was as simple as that. We wanted to rip off our clothes, jump into the nearest bed and fuck our brains out.
 At least that’s what I thought, until I noticed the tight, humorless smile on Rob’s face. The smile that said hell would freeze over before anything like that happened between us.
 Then I remembered this was business. I was here in my professional capacity and at his insistence. If he’d brought me here for any reason other than the interview, it would be up to him to make the first move. And that showed no sign of happening any time soon.
 My joy at seeing him again and every emotion I’d felt dissipated, fast. I should have expected something like this. It was almost two years since we’d split for good, and life moved on. His certainly had. He was back in England, living what appeared to be a very nice life in a better than average house. At a guess, I’d say he’d found someone new. He’d never liked living alone. But whatever! His personal life was no longer my concern.
 I watched as he trailed a finger along the edge of the library table and wondered what he was thinking.
 “So, when did you arrive? I expected you this morning.” His tone was cool, polite, and slightly chiding, like a doctor or a teacher letting you know you’d failed them in some way.
 I explained about the unexpected length of the stopover in New York and then sleeping in until noon. I didn’t feel like apologizing, so I didn’t. None of it was my fault.
 “Well, at least you’re here now.”
 Rob hesitated, as if he didn’t know what to say next. Our final parting had been far from amicable. Things had been said that weren’t easily forgotten. In spite of that and the fact I was here on assignment and not as a friend, a brief hug would have cleared the air a little. But the moment had passed, and it was too late for that now.
 “It’s nice to see you, Cal. I appreciate you coming over. How have you been? Well, I trust.”
 I took a mental and then a physical step back. I hadn’t expected this to be easy. I knew meeting again was bound to feel a little awkward, maybe even downright difficult. If Rob thought we could avoid all that by keeping things formal, I wasn’t about to argue. Going by our history it was probably for the best. “I’m okay. You?”
 Heshrugged. “Well enough. I tried calling you, but the number was disconnected, and there was no new listing. That’s why I contacted the magazine directly.”
 “I moved not long after you left. Too—”
 He raised an eyebrow. “Too many memories?”
 “I was going to say, the place was too big for one person and too expensive.” I looked him straight in the eye. I hadn’t forgotten a single thing about our life together and, despite the cool reception, I knew neither had he. “But you’re right. Memories can be a bitch. And the long commute was getting to be a pain. It took me a while, but I found a smaller place not far from the office.”
 “We usually have tea in the drawing room at this time of day,” he said, doing a complete oneeighty. “It’ll be the usual sort of thing. Cucumber sandwiches, crumpets, petit fours, and Earl Grey. Dinner is at eight, and I’ve asked cook to make your favorite roast beef with all the trimmings.”
 “Sounds good to me.” I smiled at his thoughtfulness, thinking he’d respond with a smile of his own and loosen up a little, but I should have known better. He was nervous and uptight, and I wondered if it had something to do with his solicitor being here, or the phone call with his broker. Markets were up and down like the weather and investing could be tricky. What if he’d changed his mind about me doing the interview, but didn’t know how to put it into words. Maybe it was the interview itself that had him so uptight. If he’d decided it was a bad idea and wanted to cancel, there was no point in asking him about the bio.
 I’d started to sweat. I took a deep breath and tried to calm down.
 “Would you prefer to get settled in your room before tea or after?” he inquired in the same cool, polite tone that was starting to piss me off.
 “After will be fine.” In the past twentyfour hours, all I’d had was the half bottle of scotch, which I regretted, and a cup of black coffee. I was desperate for something solid to eat, and Rob’s talk of roast beef hadn’t helped. I just had to hope there was enough substance in crumpets to hold me until dinner.
 * * * Rob led the way to an elegant drawing room furnished in pastel fabrics, glass-topped tables, wood cabinets and an array of easy chairs. Two serving carts with enough food for a dozen people were stationed beside a table with plates, cups, cutlery and the makings for hot tea. In addition to the items Rob mentioned, there were several different kinds of French-style pate, crackers, smoked salmon, fruitcake, sausage rolls and cheese pastries. It was no surprise he’d put on weight if this was how he ate every day.

“What happened to your solicitor buddy?”
 “He’s not my buddy, and he was on his way out when you arrived. He dropped by with some papers for me to sign.” He waved a hand at the food. “Help yourself. I made the tea and it should be ready by now.” He picked up the teapot. “Still take yours black?”

“Please.” I’d developed a taste for tea when we lived together, and I still enjoyed a cup the odd time.
 I filled a plate from the carts and took it over to one of easy chairs. I ate a couple of the tiny sandwiches, decided I wasn’t that hungry after all, and put the plate on a side table. I reached for my teacup. “So, what are you doing to amuse yourself these days?”
 Rob was drinking the tea he’d poured for himself, but I noticed he hadn’t touched any of the food.
 “For the most part, I’ve been trying to decide if I should keep this place or sell it.” He went over to one of the food carts, selected a sandwich and took a small bite. “It’s been owned by my family for generations, as was much of the property around here. But the majority of the land has been sold off, including the home farm, which my father took a hand in running while he was alive. All that’s now left is the house and the gardens.”
 He finished the sandwich and wiped his fingers on a linen napkin. “At one time, between the farm, the gardens and the house, we employed most of the villagers. That was when being the lord of the manor was a fulltime job. Nowadays, the young people leave to travel the world, and those who are left work in town. I employ a professional cook-housekeeper; her name is Gina and you’ll meet her later. There’s a cleaning staff to take care of the house and a landscape company to look after the grounds. I love the old place, but…”
 “If you love it that much, why even think of selling? Unless you need the money?”
 “I don’t. My father made sure of that. I hate the idea of letting it go, but it’s too big for one person. And I hate living here alone.”
 “So rent out a few of the rooms. Call your friends for weekend visits. Throw parties.”
 He glared at me. “Don’t be flippant, Cal.”
 “Then what do you want?”
 “You know me, Cal. I want it all.”
 “I see. And what exactly is ‘all’?”
 He put one of the small sausage rolls in his mouth, chewed slowly andswallowed. “I want to keep this house. I want to follow up on a few offers my agent has been pestering me about. One is for the male lead in a West End play opening a few months from now. It’s a comedy and sounds like fun, but I’ve never done theater, soI’m not sure. And most important of all, I want you back in my life.”
 I gulped down a mouthful of tea and burned my tongue in the process. Rob wanting me back was no real surprise, but he could have made that clear from the start instead of playing games. But what did he want me back as? Before he took off, I’d been reduced to a cross between a minder, a parent and a sounding board. According to him, I was also a bully, a tyrant, and a cheat.
 “You said you wanted me here to do an interview for the magazine.Why don’t we wait and see how you feel when we’ve finished that.”
 “Don’t treat me like a child, Cal.”
 I put my cup down and got to my feet. “I’m not. I’m just confused. Are you saying your request for the interview and insisting I be the one to do it was nothing more than a ruse to get me here? It’s taken the best part of a really rough two days for me to get from L.A. to London, and I’m beat. Okay, the travel problems were not your fault. I know that. But if you truly want me back in your life, surely youcould’ve found a better way to go about finding out if I was interested.”
 “It was the only way I could think of to get your full attention.”

Oh, fuck! Shit! And holy damnation.“Excuse me?”
 “You heard.”
 “You could’ve called. Sent me an email.” I gave a small sigh of frustration.
 “I did try to call, and that’s the truth. But…”
 “But what?”
 He shrugged and took another sip of his tea. “As I said, the number had been disconnected.”
 “You knew where I worked. You could’ve called me there or at least left a message.”
 He bared his teeth in a humorless smile. “True. I could have done a lot of things, but with thousands of miles between us, the result would have been the same. You’d have hung up on me or ignored my messages.”
 “You could’ve come to me.”
 “True again, but you would have found a way to avoid me. I needed to force you into a face-to-face meeting where I could count on having your full attention. Somewhere you can’t just make an excuse and run off.”
 “You think?” I took out the card the taxi driver have given me and waved it under his nose. “I call this number, and I can be out of here in no time flat.”
 “You wouldn’t?” He captured my gaze, daring me to put my words into action. When I didn’t back down, he looked away. His lips trembled, and I thought he was about to burst into tears. “Please, Cal, I’m begging you. Don’t go.”
 This was the Rob I’d fallen in love with. The guy with the pouty bottom lip and the sexy, luminous dark eyes who I’d never get enough of, even if I lived to be a hundred. The same guy who’d pull any trick he could think up to get his own way. And now he was doing it to me all over again. If the next thing he asked me to do was jump, I’d probably do what I’d always done in the past and ask how high.
 I’d known he was up to something, but did he realize the extent of what he’d done? He’d put my job at risk, involved my employer in what had to be considerable expense for which they’d get no return, and all for what? Just to get something he thought he wanted? Did he care about the fallout? Knowing Rob, I doubt he’d given it even a passing thought.
 “Okay, you can quit with the act. I’m not going anywhere right now.”
 “You mad at me?”
 “No.”
 He knelt on the floor beside my chair and laid his head in my lap. I knew I should push him off, move away, do something. Instead, I just smiled. Some things would never change, but that was okay. “I’m foaming at the mouth furious you’d do something this crazy, but not mad.”
 He stroked my chest and my belly, sending tiny shivers tripping down my spine and settling in my cock. Then he began to stroke my penis through the fabric of my pants. I knew he wanted me every bit as much as I wanted him. I also knew what we were doing was as predictable as day following night.
 “I know I’ve hurt you. I love you, yet I’ve done awful things to you, for which I should be horsewhipped. I’m an idiot, Cal. I know that. But I promise this time will be different. I just want a chance to prove it.”
 I didn’t want to listen to promises Rob would forget the moment they were made. They were just words, and what was one more chance after I’d given him so many? Right now, rather than waste time talking, all I wanted was to get well and truly fucked. It was the very least he could do for me, and since he was clearly in the mood…
 “Why don’t we go upstairs and check out my etchings?” he said, putting my thoughts into words. “Unless you want more tea.”
 He got to his feet, so I reached up and gave his shaft a squeeze. “Forget the tea and the etchings, I’d rather check out this.”
 “We can do that, too, if you insist.”
 I knew I was making a mistake jumping in so fast, but when it came to Rob, I was as programmed as one of Pavlov’s dogs, and it would take more than a few regrets and a bunch of sleepless nights to stop me now. Rob was the one and only manI’d ever loved and if I ended up getting hurt one more time, so what? It would be worth it, and like all the other times, I’d get past it. I just knew I’d forever regret it if I didn’t give him one more chance to prove this time was different and he really wasn’t a total shit.
 “Oh, but I do insist.” I laughed as I stood, wrapped my arms around him and gave him the kiss I’d wanted to give him when I first arrived. “Let’s go, lover.”
 * * * The décor in Rob’s bedroom was masculine and in kee ping with the rest of the house—dark blue silk damask drapes at the floor-to-ceiling windows with a matching bedspread and solid mahogany furniture. Not my taste, but I preferred the contemporary look and that would be quite out of place here.

He threw back the cover, stretched out on the bed and held out his arms.
 “I’ve dreamed of this moment for so long, now that it’s actually happening…”
 I removed my jacket and hung it over the back of a chair, then lay down on my side facing him. “You’re not sure if it’s real?”
 “Something like that.” He reached up and stroked my face. “I don’t want to be crass and start asking questions, or you’ll think I’m playing the jealous ex-lover. But I do think we need to be sensible and use protection.”
 I wasn’t sure if Rob was attempting to find out what I’d been up to without actually asking, but I wasn’t going down that road, not even for him. “I agree. We haven’t been together like this in a very long time, and we can’t take chances.”
 “Thanks for understanding.” He put an arm around my waist and pulled me a little closer. “I’m always careful, and my last test said I was fine. Still, no point in pushing our luck.” He traced the outline of my mouth with his tongue. “I still love you, Cal.” He hesitated, rubbing the tip of a finger along my bottom lip. “Do you still love me?”
 Of course I still fucking loved him. Did he really think I put up with his crap all these years because I was a masochist or I had nothing better to do? He was in my blood, my heart, my very soul. No matter how much I might try to deny it, for me, Rob Fletcher was simply irresistible. There was nothing I could do about it, and nothing I wanted to do. If it were otherwise I wouldn’t be here.
 “I’m not sure,” I teased him straight-faced. “You think I should?”
 He arranged his lips in an exaggerated pout. “Probably not. I’ve behaved like a real bastard.”
 I smiled and pushed him away. “No autopsies and no regrets, okay? I’m here, and I suggest you find us some condoms fast before I go off the boil. Deal?”
 “Deal.” He got off the bed. “I’ll be right back.”
 When Rob said about pushing our luck on the subject of protection it made me wonder if I was pushing my luck by coming here. We’d already spent what felt like a good part of our lives breaking up and starting over again, always telling ourselves this time would be different. It never was, which begged the question: would the day ever come when we accepted that’s how it was and move on?
 If not, was it because we were too hardheaded to face facts or too much in love to stop trying? I’m not much for conundrums at the best of times. Whatever would be would be, and I decided to leave it at that.
 While Rob was in the bathroom, I took off the rest of my clothes and got into the bed. Between the pillow-topped mattress, cool silky sheets that felt like a lover’s hand on my bare skin, and goosedown pillows, it reminded me of the one we’d had in the home we once shared. I closed my eyes, cleared my mind, and released a sigh of pure contentment. After putting up with a crappy bachelor pad and a lumpy old bed in L.A., both of which I’d been planning to replace but never got around to, this felt like I was finally living again.
 I raised my knees and ran my fingers down my aching dick, wishing Rob would hurry up. Surely to God he hadn’t run out of condoms and decided to make a trip to the store?
 Then the covers were pulled back, the mattress dipped slightly, and Rob, now minus his clothes, straddled my body. He had a tube of lube in one hand, a couple of foil packets in the other, and what I can only describe as a lascivious grin on his face.
 “Playing with yourself, hmm?”
 “I thought you’d gone to sleep in there.”
 “No, but I’m here now. And as you can see, I’m fully equipped. So…what will be your pleasure? Slow and satisfying, or just a quickie to hold us until later?”
 My cock ached, and my need to get off was making me crazy. The last thing I wanted was a cozy chat as to how we should accomplish that. I grabbed one of the condoms, ripped the foil open with my teeth and quickly rolled the rubber over his arousal. Once I had Rob suited up, I took the other package and did the same for myself. “Do you remember the last time we were together?”
 He squeezed one of my nipples, then the other, giving my raw nerves fits and almost pushing me over the edge.
 “It’s been a long time. I know that.”
 “Exactly.”
 “That’s why I thought we should savor the moment. Make it last.”
 The sparkle of mischief in Rob’s dark eyes as he leaned down and kissed me was one of the things I loved most about him.
 “Would you believe I’m all savored out?”
 He turned around, spread my knees farther apart and took me into his mouth, leaving his own cock to dangle very temptingly just within easy reach. He was already hard, but that didn’t stop me teasing him with licks and nibbles until I felt his body stiffen as he fought for control.
 I’ve never learned the trick of swallowing a penis the way some can, but I can give a pretty good blowjob and so can Rob when he’s really in the mood, like now.
 He sucked me hard and lovingly caressed my balls, and I returned the favor. Then I felt him push a finger in my hole. He withdrew and pushed again, but before I could give him the same thrill, everything within me wound tight, then snapped. I felt that sudden hot rush. I tried to hold onto the feeling, but within seconds, it was over. A moment later, it was over for Rob, too. It had lasted longer than I’d expected, but for me it was never long enough.
 “Felt good, huh?” Rob said, as he stretched out beside me, pulled up the covers, and we wrapped our arms around one another. “Just like old times.”
 “You bet.” Making out with the man I loved, followed by a nice long cuddle was the closest I’d ever get to heaven on earth. But if Rob thought I’d be content to play the English gentleman indefinitely, I already knew there was no way that would happen. I wasn’t independently wealthy the way he apparently was, and I wasn’t in to the idea of being anyone’s pet. If this was to work, then we had to figure out something that included me keeping my self-respect, my independence, and also my job. I loved reporting on the life and times of the rich and famous, and I wasn’t prepared to give it up. If he couldn’t accept that, then this would be yet another attempt at reconciliation we’d find ourselves chalking up to failure.
 I thought Rob was dozing, but suddenly he flipped back the blankets and stepped out of bed. He stretched, looked first at his now flaccid dick and then at me with a cheeky grin. “Doesn’t look like much chance of seconds for a while, and we still have a couple of hours before dinner. Why don’t we freshen up and go for a drink at one of the local pubs? You up for that?”
 Rob had always been the got-to-keep-moving type, and I guess some things never change. “Don’t you ever slow down and relax?”
 “I’m learning, but not with you here. I only have to look at you to want you.”
 I knew how he felt. The wanting was far from one-sided.
 He sat on the edge of the bed and ran a hand over my chest. He licked his lips, then leaned in for a kiss that involved a lot of tongue and was long, hot, and erotic enough my imagination went into overdrive, and I started getting hard again.
 Except Rob, being Rob, decided that was enough for now and pulled away before I could stop him. “If we’re going out, we really should get moving,” he said, as he left the bed.
 Was he blaming me for the hold-up? Probably! I laughed, shook my head, and followed him into the bathroom.
 * * * Rob took me to a pub in another small village about a tenminute drive from the house. The rambling redbrick building was all low ceilings and small, cramped rooms, and I figured it to be several hundred years old. The interior smelled of strong draft beer and tobacco smoke, and everything about the place reminded me of the old black-and-white British WWII movies my parents loved to watch. I could almost see the ghosts of those war-weary pilots and the members of their aircrews as they discussed details of the latest bomb run or a dogfight some of them had gotten into on the way home.
 “Your usual scotch?” Rob asked, as we went up to the bar. I remembered the halfbottle I’d downed the night before and tried not to think how I’d felt when I finally awoke this morning. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather have a virgin Caesar.”
 He raised his eyebrows. “Why’s that? You off the hard stuff?” “No. Just not in the mood. Where would you like to sit?” He pointed to a table in the corner of the room, where the 

occupants appeared to be in the process of leaving. “If you’re quick, you can grab that. Or if you’d rather sit outside, there’s a garden in the back.”

After being cooped up in various modes of transportation and breathing canned air for the better part of two days, sitting outside on a warm summer evening sounded perfect to me. Before I could answer, someone else made the decision for us by taking possession of the table.

“Okay, the garden it is.” Rob picked up our drinks. “Follow me.”
 Unlike the inside of the pub, which was crowded and noisy, there was only one other couple in the garden. We took the first table we came to.
 “Cheers!” Rob toasted, touching his glass to mine.
 “Cheers!” The garden was surrounded with rose bushes in full bloom. I took a sip of my drink, put the glass on the table, and breathed in the heavily perfumed air. “This is nice.”
 “How would you feel about living here?”
 “Hard to say.” I shrugged, reached for my glass, and took another sip of the deliciously spicy contents. I’d expected the question, and I was pretty sure of the answer. Except I also knew with a dysfunctional, on-off relationship like ours it was too soon to make a big decision like this. If I said no too fast, I could regret it. If I said yes, I suppose there was an outside chance I might get to like it here, but if hated it, then what?
 I was, as they say, caught between the proverbial rock and a hard place. I’d been to Britain a few times before on business and on vacation, but that wasn’t the same as living here.
 “No feelings one way or the other?” Rob probed.
 “Too soon. Sorry. I know that’s not what you want to hear.”
 “I know you and I don’t have the greatest track record, so I understand your reluctance. But this is a great place to live. London with its theaters, clubs, fab restaurants and marvelous shopping is less than an hour away.”
 “Maybe so, but the winters here are so cold, and they’re dark and damp. Freezing my ass off is not my idea of fun.”
 Rob sighed. “Come on, Cal. It’s really not that bad. I agree, it can get a little bit chilly, but you’d soon get used to it.”
 “Chilly?” I looked at him. “When we first met, you used to bitch nonstop about the weather and how you loved California.”
 “I was just a kid back then and, like all kids, I wanted to get as far away from home as possible. California was my dream. I would probably still be there, but…”
 “But what? You suddenly got homesick?” Short of me asking him point-blank, this was the perfect opportunity for Rob to start filling in some of the blanks.
 “No. My father’s solicitor got in touch with me. He said my father was dying and wanted me to come home. As his only child, I had no choice and so I came back.” He tossed off his drink in one quick swallow. “I thought once the old chap was gone and his estate settled, I’d return on the next flight. Oddly enough, by the time that happened, I realized many of the things that had sent me off in search of greener pastures no longer bothered me the way they once did, and I was quite content living here.”
 It wasn’t the answer I’d been hoping for. I wanted to know what happened before that—between our final split and him coming back here to live. I’d seen the way he was acting out before we parted, and I’d listened to all the stories and rumors. What I wanted to hear now was the truth.
 “Life here is so much calmer and less demanding,” Rob continued. “It might take time for you to adjust, but once you got past that, I think you’d love it.”
 I was glad to hear the move had worked out for Rob, but I didn’t see it being quite so easy for me. He was originally from here, so it was simply a matter of coming back and accepting what home was all about. I, on the other hand, was a native-born Californian. I loved California and the lifestyle I’d grown up with—the sunshine, the surf, and living at the beach. California was my home, the place where I felt most comfortable, and I couldn’t imagine giving it up. I’d never even considered the possibility before today. I was okay with coming to England or anywhere else for a vacation because I knew I’d eventually be going back. What Rob wanted was for me to give all that up and move here permanently,and I wasn’t sure I could do that.
 “I’m glad you’re happy to be back living here, but what you’re asking me to do is huge.”
 “I thought you loved me?”
 “I did. I do.” I felt a rush of irritation for the way Rob managed to dismiss anything he thought stood in the way of what he wanted. “That’s not the point.”
 “What is?”
 “For one thing, you’ve had time to think about it. I haven’t. Why don’t we do the interview first, then see how we feel.”
 “Excuse me?” His eyebrows almost disappeared into his hairline, and the look he gave me was one of complete surprise. “You don’t think I was actually serious about doing an in-depth spill-my-guts interview, do you? I needed a reason to get you here and that was it. I thought you’d guessed by now.. Rather clever of me I thought, even if I do say so myself.”
 Not to mention thoughtless and self-serving. I swallowed a sigh, along with another sip of my virgin Caesar. “No, I didn’t know. Now I do, I suggest you forget the games and get serious. Because if you refuse to do it, depending on what undertakings you gave and agreements you signed, the magazine won’t hesitate to sue your ass off. On top of that, since they’re aware of our history, they could figure this is something the two of us cooked up just to get me over here, and I don’t want to get labelled as a conniving shit. I could lose my job.”
 “So what? Who cares if they sue? Same goes for your job. You wouldn’t need one. I want you to stay here with me.”
 “You’d care if they sued for millions, won, and took away your money andyour lovely home.”
 He shrugged. “Just kidding. I know they could sue because I signed a contract. Do you think they would actually do it?”
 “I don’t think, I know they would. They made an investment by sending me over here, and they wouldn’t take kindly to you reneging. And just so you know, I care about my job. I enjoy what I do. If I agree to stay and it doesn’t work out, I’ll need something to go back to. Then there’s the not so small matter of my reputation and selfrespect. I don’t want to be thought of as a guy who thinks only with his dick. Something like that tends to follow a guy around.”
 “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about fallout. How could I have been so thoughtless? ” He couldn’t have looked worse if I’d slapped him hard. “Forgive me, please?”
 “It depends.”
 “On what?”
 “You called the magazine and offered to do an interview. They didn’t call you.”
 “True, and you’re right. I made a promise to your boss and now I have to follow through. I’d rather be doing other things, but God only knows what horrible things people will think and say if I don’t. Yes?”
 I smiled and squeezed his hand. “You got it. People can be cruel.”
 He squeezed back, then disengaged his hand and placed it on my knee. “I can’t believe I was so thoughtless. All I could think of was you and how I could get you to come back to me. Once I came up with the idea of an interview, I just forgot everything and forged straight ahead with my plans. Am I forgiven?”
 “I guess. Provided you follow through and don’t even think about giving me a hard time.”
 “I promise.” He gave me a cheeky grin. “If you have paper and pen handy, I’ll let you have it in writing.”
 “That’s not necessary. I’ll trust you to keep your word. However, I should add that the people who own the magazine I work for are also interested in publishing your biography. How do you feel about it?”
 “My biography?” This time, the look he gave me was a combination of surprise and obvious pleasure. “Really? It’s certainly an interesting thought. Something worth thinking about.” He flicked a tiny bug off his pants and glanced at his now empty glass. “I’d want to know who they’re planning to have write it and how long something like a bio takes to do. I imagine there would be conferences between the author and myself. Also research to confirm facts and to make sure what I told them was the truth and not a complete fabrication.”
 “If you agree to do the bio, I’ve agreed to do the actual writing. I’ve already published several bios on different celebrities, so I have the necessary experience.”
 “You’d be the one doing it for absolute certain?”
 “That’s what I was told.”
 “Just to be sure, maybe I should make it a condition, along with the right to approve content. Good idea?”
 “Talk to your lawyer, Rob. Tell him the conditions you want and have him pass them on to my people.”
 “If your people are agreeable, how long do you estimate it might take to do the actual book? Ballpark is fine.”
 “Depending on how detailed you want it to be, I’d say several weeks at the very least to work up a first draft.”
 “And I assume you’d stay here while you were doing it?” he asked, smiling.
 “Here or at a hotel. I could also go back to L.A. and do it by phone and email.”
 His smile slipped a little. “Why a hotel?”
 “Why not? A little distance might help me come to a decision as to where I want to live.”
 He pulled his chair a little closer, captured my gaze, then slid a hand up my thigh and rested it briefly on my cock. “I much prefer the up-close-and-personal approach myself. A few weeks sharing my bed, bath, and board and you won’t care if the next big quake swallows California whole. Think about it, darling. Think how it would feel to go to sleep with your cock safely stowed in my arse to keep the little chap warm, or perhaps you’d rather wake up to the delicious sensation of me sucking you off. I can just imagine what it would be like for us. Fuck, fuck, fuck all day long until we’re so tired and so sore.”
 “Shut up before someone hears you.” Rob’s hand had progressed from resting to stroking, and I pushed it away before he embarrassed the pair of us. At least the couple who were there a moment ago had gone. If it had been dark instead of daylight, I might just have been tempted to drag him behind those rose bushes and fuck him silly. As it was…
 “You can imagine it, too, can’t you, my love?”
 I could imagine it all too clearly. “Don’t call me that.”
 “Why not?”
 “You know why not.” I had a sudden mental image of something I’d spent the better the part of two years trying to forget—Rob and another man, both naked and bombed out of their minds on booze, sniffing up lines of white powder on our bedroom floor. I’d known by then Rob was drinking too much and taking pills, and everyone, including me, knew he was a flirt. What I didn’t know until I walked in on them was that he was having an affair behind my back. It had hurt. Big time.
 We’d had jealousy spats, fights, and arguments about other things before, and we’d broken up only to get back together. Each time, Rob swore I was his one and only, that there would never be anyone but me, and I’d believed him.
 The betrayal had broken my heart into a million pieces. Even now I couldn’t just turn my back and walk away, but how was I supposed to trust him?
 “It was over with Damien long ago,” he said quietly. “It never really got started. He just happened to be there.”
 “Damien was who I found you with that night in our bedroom, yeah? A rent boy you picked up in one of the bars, no less. I thought you had more sense.”
 He hung his head and stared at the ground. “He wasn’t a rent boy.”
 Isnapped my fingers. “Oh, right. He was your local supplier of little packets of white powder.”
 “No. He was a fan, always telling me how much he loved my movies and what a great actor he thought I was. Okay, I was stupid and let it go to my head. I was going through a particularly bad patch at the time. You were busy, and he was very sweet and completely harmless.”
 “I see. He pandered to your ego. Made you feel like king of the world. You loved it so fucking much you threw me in the trash. For all you knew,he could’ve had a buddy hiding nearby taking pictures they intended to use to blackmail your ass off.”
 After we split the last time, there had also been talk about Rob having other affairs, but there always was where a celebrity was involved. According to the gossips, Rob had lovers stashed all over town. I’d never seen a single scrap of evidence, but that hadn’t surprised me. Anyway, it wasn’t important. The way he was sucking up booze and pills, I doubted even he knew what he was doing half the time. Even so, no smoke without fire or so the wiseasses had kept insisting, presumably to keep the story alive so they had something to talk about. They never bothered with facts or evidence and they didn’t care if it was true or not. The slightest hint of anything—a whisper a rumor, and they just went ahead and crucified the alleged sinner with accusations and smear talk whenever and wherever they got the chance. Not one of them stopped to consider movie stars were people who made mistakes and had feelings like the rest of us.
 Not even me. I’d simply tossed Rob’s sorry ass out the door the instant he was dressed, and I’d had the rest of his stuff packed and ready to go by next morning. His fuck buddy had disappeared so fast I didn’t even remember what he’d looked like.
 “I admit I screwed up, Cal, but what about you? You never made a mistake?”
 I managed a dry laugh. “Yeah. Letting you maneuver me into coming over here probably qualifies as one.”
 “Guess I asked for that.” Rob’s beautiful dark eyes snagged my attention as he gave me one of his famous pouts. He was still the sexiest man I’d ever met. He was an inch or so taller than me, with one of those classically handsome faces, a perfect body, and charisma to spare. No wonder his movies had done so well or his fanshad remained so loyal. “But you must still love me or you wouldn’t be here.”
 “How do you know I’m not just in it for the money? You must know I stand to make big bucks if I write the bio.”
 Rob grabbed my hand, squeezed hard, then smiled and released it. “I don’t care what your reason is for being here. I’m just glad you came, and I promise you won’t be sorry if you decide to stay.” He checked his watch. “I was thinking about having another drink, but if we don’t get a move on, we’ll be late for dinner. And if the roast beef is overdone, cook won’t be happy and then we’ll be in the doghouse.”
 I knew Rob was desperate for an answer from me, but the way he kept pushing was making me feel cornered and when I felt cornered, I also got bitchy. Just for the heck of it, I was tempted to say screw the cook and insist on another drink. Except I hadn’t finished my first one, and there was nothing to be gained by me throwing a tantrum when I was hungry enough to eat the whole damn cow.
 I picked up my glass, finished what was left in one swallow, and got to my feet. “I’m ready whenever you are.”
 * * * The dinner Rob’s cook had prepared for us way exceeded the advance PR. The beef was exactly how I liked it—rare without being raw; the Yorkshire pudding so crisp and light it melted on my tongue; and the roasted potatoes the best I’ve ever tasted. The red burgundy wine served with the beef was a little heavier than what I usually drank, but I had to agree it was, indeed, the perfect accompaniment.

We finished eating around ten. After the housekeeper cleared the table and offered coffee, which we both refused, Rob suggested visiting a club he’d discovered a few miles away.

“It’s a fun place. You’ll like it,” he said. “We can have a drink and a dance, or just hang out and listen to the music if that’s what you want. We don’t have to stay late.”

With the eight-hour time difference it was close to two in the afternoon, L.A. time, and I needed to check in with the office. I should have done it last night when I got to the hotel. The truth was I forgot, and Tom, my immediate boss, was probably chewing his nails by now.
 “Sounds good. I just need a few minutes to make a quick call.” The call went straight through, and Trudi, Tom’s assistant, picked up.
 “How’s life in foggy London Town?” she inquired breezily. “Tom was getting a little antsy you hadn’t called.”
 I explained about the delay and sleeping in, and asked her to apologize to Tom for me.
 “Don’t worry, Cal. He’s not annoyed with you; he’s pissed with the publisher. They’re saying they want to publish the interview with Fletcher in an earlier issue and that means you need to get the copy to us like yesterday.”
 “How much earlier?”
 “Tom didn’t say. What he did say was if you called, I should tell you to pull out all the stops because he needs the interview ASAP if not before. It sounded to me like they want him to get it in either the next issue or the one after that. What do you want me to tell him?”
 “Say that I’m on it, and I should have a draft in his hands within acouple of days.” Subject to checking with Rob as to what he wanted included or left out, I already had enough material to cover Rob’s career from when he first arrived in L.A. to when he dropped out of sight almost two years ago. What I needed was for him to fill in the blanks between then and now.
 “Problems?” Rob asked after I’d ended the call.
 “A reminder I’m here on business, not pleasure. They want to move your interview up, and that means we have to get busy.”
 “Why?” He appeared confused. “We lived together for years. You must have enough to give them whatever they want and then some.”
 “Yes and no.” I smiled, got to my feet, and punched him lightly on the shoulder. “I need your approval on the stuff I know as fact. There may be things you want in and some you don’t.”
 “Use whatever you think works, provided it’s not embarrassing.”
 “Sounds good. Whatever you’ve done in the time since we went our separate ways is a complete blank, so you’ll need to bring me up to speed on that.”
 “You mean since you threw me out on the street to starve?” He gave me a funny look, then followed it with a hug, and a whispered, “Take no notice. I’m just kidding,” but we both knew he’d gotten his message across. Apparently, as far as he was concerned, I’d been the one in the wrong that night and not him. How he could think such a thing was beyond me, but I intended to find out. And right now seemed like the perfect time.
 I reclaimed my chair and indicated Rob should also sit.
 “If memory serves, you’d been acting crazy for several weeks before I found you with whatzisname. The drugs, the drinking, the wild parties. Walking in on the two of you was the final straw for me. I knew you were disappointed not being able to resolve the problems you’d encountered on that last movie, and I understand your only real choice was to quit. But shit happens, babe. You know that and so do I. Instead of grabbing a handful of pills and washing them down with a bottle of liquor, why didn’t you take a deep breath and move on? Your agent would’ve found you other— probably even better—parts if you’d given him the chance.”
 Rob put his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his clasped hands. “No, actually he couldn’t. I doubt he could even have found me a job cleaning toilets.”
 If Rob had planned to confuse me, he’d succeeded. “Am I supposed to understand what you’re talking about?”
 “I was ordered to say what I did or find myself in prison for raping a minor. I couldn’t tell you at the time, and I shouldn’t be telling you now. So don’t even think about putting it in the interview. Got it?”
 Confusion changed to shock as I took a deep breath and released it slowly. “That’s a lot of heavy stuff to hear in one breath. Would you care to give me a few details?”
 “Basically, I got screwed over, roasted, toasted, and hung out to dry. And there wasn’t one fucking thing I could do about it. Not then and not ever. I don’t dare take the risk.”
 “I see. Who did this to you and why?”
 “It’s a long story, so I’ll be as brief as I can. For reasons you’ll understand, I can’t mention names. Okay?”
 “Your story.”
 “Right. Well, a guy who worked in the producer’s office for the movie I quit was always going around saying there had to be at least a dozen ways he could think off to cut costs on any movie and still bring it in well under budget. All, according to him, without affecting the quality of the finished product. After I’d agreed verbally to do the movie, he made an appointment to see me and my agent. He represented himself as the producer’s assistant and tried to substantially lower the amount I was to be paid by insisting the part didn’t warrant the kind of money we were asking for.
 “Donny told him to get lost, then asked if his boss was aware of what he was doing. The guy just shrugged. He said if he didn’t ask, he wouldn’t get, and that hanging on to any job these days was difficult. The trick was to show initiative and produce results, and he was sure we both understood all that. I could tell he didn’t like getting turned down, but I didn’t expect the sonofabitch to turn around and set me up in such a way I would be screwed for life.”
 “How did he manage to do that?”
 Rob leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling. “A couple of days later, I was told the director on the movie I was just finishing wanted a quick word with me about the final scene. I was told where I could find him, but when I got there…surprise, surprise. Instead of the director, there was this guy from the producer’s office fucking another man, while someone I assumed was one of his cohorts looked on.I thought I’d got the directions wrong, so I took off, fast. I checked with the person who gave me the message, and they said someone telephoned. I then had them check on the director’s whereabouts and surprise, surprise once more. He wasn’t on the set, nor was he expected until the next day.
 “I figured it was a prank or some kind of mix-up. But then later that same day, I received a visit from the production guy’s friend, the one who was watching the action I interrupted. Either I quit the movie, citing artistic differences, or the two of them would swear it was them who walked in on me raping an underage boy, and the boy I saw them with would confirm it. I argued it was a man I saw, not a boy. He said the kid was big for his age, and I should have looked closer. He also said any other studio foolish enough to even think of hiring me would be informed of what I’d done to the boy. And if I made any attempt to call their bluff, they also had doctor and hospital reports showing the injuries I’d inflicted and they wouldn’t hesitate to give them to the police.”
 “And you believed him?”
 Rob’s eyes widened with surprise. “Of course I fucking believed him. Wouldn’t you? I had no idea if they could do any of the things he threatened and I didn’t care. There were rumors the guy was such a whiz at reducing costs he was the producer’s white-haired boy. How could I bitch about him to the producer when the producer himself thought the sun shone out of the guy’s ass? But even if he’d hated the little bastard, I still couldn’t say anything. It only takes a whisper or someone to point the finger for the word pedophile to stick like glue and ruin an innocent man’s life.
 “I didn’t dare breathe a word about it to anyone. If I did, chances were better than good I’d go to prison and the thought of what would happen to me there…” A shudder ran through his body, and he forced a sick smile. “I was in a total panic. With three against one, I had no choice but to do what they said and quit. I couldn’t consider any other offers for fear they’d do what they’d threatened. I couldn’t even tell you, in case you insisted on going to the police. No way could I let that happen.”
 “Did you tell your agent?”
 “God, no! I couldn’t drag Donny into it. Nothing he could have done anyway.”
 “I guess not. So, how did you leave things with Donny?”
 “I don’t recall exactly. I was so rattled I couldn’t even think clearly. I believe I said something to the effect I’d had enough with the whole Hollywood scene. I was all acted out, and if the situation changed, I’d be in touch with him. I also said if anyone wanted to know what was going on, he should cite irreconcilable differences and let them think whatever they wanted to think.”
 “So then you went home and cried on Damien’s shoulder?”
 The look Rob gave me was filled with surprise. “No, I did not! If memory serves, I went home and told you the official version of why I’d quit. I was feeling terrible at the time—my whole world had just been wiped out, but I guess you didn’t notice. The only sympathy I got from you was the suggestion I suck it up and move on. Damien offered me a shoulder to cry on, Cal. You were too busy to bother.”
 “Come on, Rob. That’s so not fair. You gave me a very believable excuse for backing out of the movie. You didn’t tell me you’d been coerced into leaving, and I don’t read minds. On the basis of what you did say, I gave you the only possible advice in the circumstances. I tried to talk to you when you started mixing booze and pills, but you shut me out. I don’t suppose you told Damien the real truth either.”
 “I didn’t have to tell him anything. He was sensitive enough to see I was in pain, and he did what he could to help me through it.”

Fuck!I took another deep breath. I couldn’t fault Damien for what he’d done any more than I could fault myself. “So then what happened?”
 “You mean after you kicked me out?”
 I nodded.
 “I went up the coast, checked into a motel and got drunk. I stayed drunk for about a week. Then one morning I woke up and decided you’d given me good advice after all. I couldn’t change what happened, I couldn’t fight it without enormous risk to my freedom, and the studio had already hired another actor to take over my role. My only option was to move on. It wasn’t too long after that my father’s solicitor called to let me know the old boy was dying, and the rest you know. I’ve been here ever since.”
 I couldn’t have felt worse if I’d tried. Easy enough to say I loved him, but when he really needed me, I’d been too busy making a name for myself with the magazine to spend much time worrying over what was going on in Rob’s life. My chest tightened with emotion, and I reached for his hand. “I’m so sorry. I wish I’d known. I truly mean that.”
 “Would you have believed me if I’d told you?”
 “Of course, I would. Why ask such a stupid question? I…” I hesitated. Or would I? The whole thing sounded so farfetched and unlikely, and Rob had a flair for the dramatic that could turn the smallest incident into something big enough to gain international attention. If anyone in the producer’s office had tried to strong-arm actors of Rob’s stature, surely something would have been said somewhere. Even if it was only the very tiniest whisper, it would have made the rounds. I worked for an entertainment magazine. It was part of my job to pay attention to the gossip and the rumors, no matter how unlikely they might sound, and I hadn’t heard a thing.
 “I know, it sounds too way out to be true, even to me, and I’m the victim.” Rob’s attempt at a smile changed to a sigh. “I have no idea if they would have followed through on what they threatened. What I do know is one word to the cops and my life would have been over. I wasn’t prepared to call their bluff.”
 * * * Farfetched and unlikely is what Hollywood and the entire movie business is all about.It’s what keeps the cinemas filled and sends DVD sales through the roof. It’s also been known to ruin people’s lives. If Rob’s story were true, those bastards had him in a chokehold. Nothing he could do but keep his mouth shut and find a new career. On the other hand, Rob had been so spaced out on booze and pills back then, was it possible he’d mixed fantasy with reality and believed what he’d told me actually happened? I had a feeling there was more to the story than what Rob had told me.

“Had you run int o either of these two men on any other of your movies?”
 “No. I don’t know a thing about the second guy, the one who made the threats. The first I’d met previously at a couple of Hollywood parties. He was from New York, but said he had an uncle who was a Hollywood producer. He thought producing movies sounded like interesting work and since he’d lost his job on Wall Street during the meltdown, he figured he should give it a try.”
 “So he was new to the business.”
 “The way he talked the first time we met it sounded as if he’d just stepped off the plane.”
 “A real arrogant prick from what you say. Was the producer his uncle?”
 “No idea. He never mentioned the uncle’s name. In fact, I had a feeling he made that bit up to make himself sound important.” He sighed andexamined a fingernail. “What I remember most about the creep is how he tried feeling me up at an awards show when he thought no one was looking. It was so inappropriate and super embarrassing.”
 “What did you do?”
 Rob looked up at me and laughed. “Pretended I hadn’t noticed, of course, and walked away. What else?”
 With some men, I knew being ignored was all it would take for them to cook up a nasty little piece of payback like Rob described, and maybe that’s what this was. “Did he ever try anything again with you?”
 “I’m not sure. He pressed his butt against me in an elevator one time. The car was crowded, so I can’t say for sure if it was deliberate. And he invited me to dinner after my agent told him to get lost. I don’t know if it was attempt to get cozy, or if he thought he could convince me to override Donny. I wasn’t taking any chances, so I told him sorry, but I had another engagement. It was soon after that the gloves came off, and I found myself in a box with no way out. Whether you believe me or not,that’s what happened.”
 Rob pushed back his chair. “I’m going to pour myself a cognac. Do you want one?”
 “Okay, but just a small one.” I was so confused I didn’t know what to believe. On the one hand, anything was possible. On the other, I couldn’t imagine why, what I suspected was a low-level employee would resort to blackmail to get his way on something which, as far as I knew, wasn’t even in his job description.
 No matter how careful or clever he thought he was, it was bound to get out. There were too many people involved for it to be otherwise—four, including himself and Rob in the blackmail plot, and with Rob’s agent aware of the cost cutting attempt it brought the total number to five. With that many people in the know it increased the chances of a leak to a virtual certainty.
 Maybe he figured scaring Rob into dropping his price would win him kudos with the producer—a stupid move on his part, but not impossible. Except it had gone way beyond that—it was quit the movie or you’ll find yourself in the worst possible kind of hell imaginable with absolutely no chance of escape.
 I could understand the guy being upset his plan didn’t work, or Rob rejecting his advances. But unless he was some kind of psycho on a power trip or he’d watched one too many enforcer movies…
 The more I tried to make sense of what Rob told me, the more convinced I became the only place it could have happened was in Rob’s mind.
 No one liked being pressured. Rob had said no on both occasions and usually that was enough. But if this guy had kept coming with no let-up, and with his back to the wall, Rob could well have freaked out. Add to that a bottle or two of liquor and a few heavy-duty prescription pills to help calm him down. By the time the dust settled, he could have genuinely believed what he said had actually happened.
 It wasn’t the kind of incident he could tell a friend, laugh over, and then forget. The longer something like that stayed and festered in a person’s mind, the more convinced he became it was true.

And what if it was true?
 I would make a few discreet inquiries. If I found anything to confirm Rob’s story, I’d try to find out if there had been other victims. If I came up dry, I’d assume it was the result of a bad trip from too many pills and… In that case, I’d have to think of something. I couldn’t simply tell Rob he needed therapy, and he should look up shrinks on the Net and make an appointment.
 Rob handed me a balloon glass containing a small amount of cognac. “Cheers,” he said, taking a sip from his own drink.
 “Cheers.” I took a tiny sip of the potent liquor and let it sit on my tongue, then I swallowed, relishing the warmth as it traveled all the way down to my stomach. “So, have you any thoughts about what you’d like to do now?” Rob had relaxed considerably after unloading his nightmare of a story, so I took it as the perfect time to change the subject. “You mentioned something about doing a West End play. Were you serious?”
 “It’s an option, but I don’t know if I want to go that route. Bring your drink with you, and we’ll find somewhere more comfortable to sit and talk.”
 * * * We left the dining room, and Rob took into me what he said had once been his father’s study. It was small room with a large mahogany desk, a glass-fronted bookcase and an office chair in one corner, and a couple of easy chairs in front of the fireplace that currently displayed a vase of fresh flowers. The floor covering was a faded oriental rug and the drapes a dark red velvet. I could imagine how cozy the room would feel on a coldwinter’s night with a log fire burning and snow gently falling on the garden I could see out there beyond the windows.

“You have any other ideas? Or are you content to hang out here for a while longer?”
 He laughed and left his own chair to sit on the floor beside mine with his head pressed against my knee. This was the old Rob, the guy I knew who was just dying to tell me something, but wanted to stretch out the moment until he was sure he had my full attention. The Rob I loved so damn much it made my heart hurt.
 “Come on, babe. Spit it out. What’s on your mind?”
 “I’ve been hanging out here since Father died, feeling depressed and miserable, and enough is enough. Whether you believe me or not, I’ve never stopped thinking of you or wishing we could get back together. Once everything to do with my father was settled, I’ve thought about you non-stop, wondering if there was a way we could get back together. I could have returned to L.A. I even got as far as buying a ticket and going to Heathrow. But knowing I couldn’t return to acting, I didn’t think it would work out too well, so I came back here. That’s when I got the brilliant idea of bringing you over here.”
 I stroked his hair. “The words lure and entice spring to mind. I wonder why?”
 “Okay, guilty as charged.” He pressed a kiss on my thigh. “I knew a simple request would get me nowhere, so I decided to be devious. That’s when I got the idea of the interview. I figured once I got you over here…” He sighed and looked up at me with sad, puppy dog eyes. “But it’s not working as well as I hoped. You don’t fancy living here, do you?”
 “It wouldn’t be my first choice. Sorry. I know it’s cold and damp for most of the year, and my job is in L.A.”
 “And you love your job as much as I loved mine. True?”
 “You’ve got me there. I could freelance, but it wouldn’t be the same. I report on the life and times of Hollywood and the stars. It would be impossible to do it from here, and you know flying back and forth wouldn’t work for me. I can’t sleep on planes, and I hate the food.”
 “When were you thinking of going back?”
 “Nothing definite. I have an open return. I thought two weeks would be more than enough to do the interview and, if you were agreeable, make a start at sketching out the bio.”
 “I have to agree about the weather. I was in California long enough to forget the damp and the joys of frost-covered windows, icy floors, and all the other things we Brits are brought up to believe make us tough. I miss the sun, the surf and the sand, and those long, lazy days at the beach. I miss the food and the lifestyle. I miss taking off for a long weekend at Tahoe or Vegas. And I miss our cat almost as much as I miss you. Do you still have Mookie?”
 Mookie was an allblack kitten we’d found near the beach, howling his tiny head off in the hope someone would take pity on him and give him a home. It was clear the little guy had been abandoned, so Rob and I adopted him without a second thought. After Rob left, Mookie had become my one bright spot in an otherwise bleak future. These days, he was my best bud. He slept with me, sat by my feet while I ate, curled up on the corner of my desk while I worked, and guarded the bathroom door when I showered.
 “You bet I do. I had to board him before coming over here, so he’ll be spitting mad when I get back. He’s started to get a few grey hairs, but he’s still as big, bold and bossy as ever.”
 “He’s what, ten now?”
 “The vet said he was only a few weeks old when we found him, so that would be right. Anyway, you were saying about the things you miss. I assume you were leading up to something.”
 “How much more do you need for the interview? I’m assuming you’ll end with me quitting film to be with my ailing parent.”
 Despite Rob and his father not getting along, I only had to see the sad expression on his face and the extra brightness of his eyes to know Rob missed him. Probably regretted all those wasted years apart as well.
 “Come here, you.” I pulled Rob to his feet, then onto my lap. We’d always loved to sit together cuddled up like this, but Rob not only looked heavier, I discovered he was by at least ten pounds or more. “We can add a line to the effect you’re considering various options, but no firm decisions have been made as to your future direction yet. And that you’ll be looking into buying a gym membership in the very near future to shed the few extra pounds you’ve gained while sitting around doing nothing.”
 “Excuse me?”
 I pinched the small layer of fat at his waist. “This has to go before it gets any worse. No arguments. Tomorrow, I’ll work up a rough draft of what I think should be included in the interview. You can then add to it or delete anything you’d rather leave out.”
 “That’s fine. What I want to talk about now is the biography.”
 “You’re willing to do it?”
 “Yes, but on one condition.”
 I slid a finger beneath his chin, lifting his head so we were eye to eye. “Name it.”
 “I want to come back to L.A. with you.”
 “Seriously?”
 “Never more so. It’s what I want. Don’t worry, though. I have no plans to tempt Fate by asking Donny to see what he can find for me.”
 “Even if the guy is still there and working at the same job, it’s been close to two years.”
 “No way.” Rob shook his head and got off my lap. “Even if he’s no longer working there, he could still go to the cops. And you know cops always listen to stuff likethat. Would you risk it?”
 “No. Probably not.” And certainly not until I knew how much of Rob’s story was fact and what part was fiction. I knew a number of people who worked at the various studios, but short of checking with each of them individually, I couldn’t think of one who might be in the position to tell me what I wanted to know. Then I remembered one of my sources, Lee McHugh. I’d known Lee for years. A former crime reporter for a West Coast newspaper, Lee was a mine of information on all things Hollywood. He seemed to know everyone and everything, and nothing happened without him knowing at least some of the details. I’d used him the odd time to confirm or quash a rumor, and he’d never let me down yet. If anyone could tell me about the guy Rob said set him up and whether or not he posed a genuine threat, it would be Lee.
 I checked my watch. It was early afternoon in L.A. and a good time to give Lee a call.
 Rob stifled a yawn. “You ready to hit the sack? We can talk some more in morning.”
 “Sure. You go ahead. I’ll join you in a minute. I need to make a quick call first.”
 Lee answered on the third ring. “This is Lee.”
 “Hi, Lee. It’s Cal. I need your help with something.”
 “If I can, I’ll be glad to. I’m in Lia’s, that skanky bar across the street from where you live. They make great mojitos. Want to join me? Or shall I come to you?”
 I chuckled. “Sorry, Lee, I’m in England. This is an open line, so I can’t go into much detail over the phone. No names, okay?”
 “What’s the problem?”
 “You may remember a friend of mine walking off a movie some two years ago. He said at the time it was due to irreconcilable artistic differences. Now I’m told a rather unpleasant form of persuasion was used—the kind you can’t fight. It sounds as if there may have been a couple of different reasons that caused the situation. Whatever happened, this is the first I’ve heard about it, so I don’t know anything for sure. I’m wondering if any of it sounds familiar to you.”
 “It rings a faint bell. But I’ll need to do a bit of checking to make sure I have my facts right. When will you be back?”
 “I only arrived last night. I could be here for just a few days. It could be longer. You want to call me?”
 “No. Call me when you get back. I should have something for you by then.”
 “Can’t you tell me anything now?” As I finished speaking a faint click told me Lee had already hung up. Damn!
 * * * When I joined Rob upstairs in his room, I was surprised to find my luggage, which I’d forgotten, had not only found its way there, it had also been unpacked. Presumably the work of Rob’s professional cook-housekeeper.

Rob, wearing only a pair of navy silk boxers, was sitting on the bed watching TV. “Everything okay?”
 I knew he was curious about the call, so I said, “Nothing exciting. It was just a business call. Who did you think I was calling, a lover?”
 “I thought it was reasonable to assume you’d have replaced me by now.”
 I got a quick mental image of Lee McHugh, who was short, skinny as a rail, ratty grey hair and beard, well over sixty, and had a nasty habit of chewing tobacco. Nothing for Rob to get jealous of there, but he didn’t know that. “Auditioning replacements takes time. I’ve been too busy.”
 “Auditioning?” Rob rolled his eyes. “That’s hilarious. Can I take it to mean you’ve missed me?”
 “Maybe a little,” I teased, then gave into the urge to go over and give him a quick hug. “Although, I must admit there was the odd time when it might’ve been more than a little.”
 I undressed, tossed what I’d been wearing on a chair, and, after a little searching, found my toiletries in the ensuite bathroom.
 I turned on the water and adjusted the temperature. Before I could close the sliding glass door and get under the spray, Rob stepped in behind me. He ran his hands lightly up the back of my thighs, making me shiver with anticipation. Then he wrapped an arm around me, kissed my neck, and pressed the head of his dick between my ass cheeks.
 “I have my rain gear on, and I think there’s a tube of lube in the caddy, in case it’s needed. What do you say to you and me going for a little ride, hmm?” He moved his hand slowly down over my belly and fisted my cock.
 I handed him the lube, took a deep breath and rubbed my butt against his hardon. I hadn’t gone without during the time we’d been apart, but what littlesex I’d had was more in the nature of stress relief than actual pleasure. The encounters had been impersonal, unsatisfying in any emotional sense, and each time had felt like the ultimate betrayal of the man who owned my heart. “What are you waiting for, lover?”
 He released my shaft, squirted lube into my hole and followed it with a finger. “I’ve never stopped loving you, Cal. Not even for a second. I want you to know that.”
 “I do know. I haven’t stopped loving you either. I never will.”
 He added a second finger and after a minute or two of deliciously slow massage the way only he could do it, my muscles relaxed.
 “Does this mean I can come back with you?”
 “Not if you keep talking.”
 He laughed, nudged me forward until we were under the spray, and ran his tongue down my spine, making me shiver. He then separated my ass cheeks and inserted the head of his long, thick shaft into my hole. I clenched my teeth, riding the burn as he pushed in. After holding the position for a few seconds, he withdrew and pushed inagain, but farther this time. “Feel good.”
 “Better than.” I growled and rocked against him, urging him to up the action. “Feels just like old times.”
 He reached around and took possession of my cock, stroking it gently, then rubbing a slightly calloused finger over the sensitive tip. “If I come home with you, then we could—”
 “Can we please do one thing at a time?” I could already feel the familiar tightening, and I knew Rob was feeling it, too. It wouldn’t take much for either one of us to shoot our load. A few more pushes, a couple more strokes. Rob had always liked to talk in the belief it extended the heady feeling of hanging on by his fingernails. I preferred the big rush I got just by closing my eyes and jumping.
 As he began to increase the speed of his thrusts, I pushed his hands away and concentrated on giving my pride and joy the help it needed to give me that rush. The feeling I was floating as I reached up and touched the moon.
 I rubbed my fingers up and down my loaded eight inches, afraid it wouldn’t happen, that I was too tense, that something wasn’t working. Maybe it was punishment for the times I’d betrayed Rob by seeking relief elsewhere.
 One crazy thought after another ripped their way through my mind as my fingers moved faster and faster. Then, suddenly it happened for the both of us. Rob stiffened, his cock began jerking inside me spilling his seed, and then I followed suit. As the high of the orgasm receded, I felt spent, but relaxed and happier than I had in a very long time. I knew whatever Rob asked of me, my answer would be yes.
 Rob pulled out and got rid of the used condom while I reached for the shower gel and a washcloth. He came back under the spray and turned me to face him. “You still haven’t said if you’re okay with me coming back to L.A. with you. I need an answer.”
 “As soon as we’ve finished showering, okay?”
 I considered telling Rob about my call to Lee. If I did, he’d think I didn’t believe him and, since that was partly true, I decided to wait until I heard what Lee had to say.
 “You want something to drink?” Rob asked, as I pulled back the bed covers. He opened a small refrigerator next to the nightstand. “There’s water, beer, soft drinks, or I can fetch you something stronger.”
 “Water’s good.”
 He took out two bottles and handed one to me as he got into bed. “So, talk.”
 I removed the bottle cap and took a sip of water. “You know I’d love for us to get back together. But at the moment, I live in a studio apartment barely big enough for me and Mookie. I keep saying I’ll get somewhere bigger, but that’s as far as I’ve got.”
 “So we make do for a few days while we look around.”
 “We could do that. What would you do with this place? Put it up for sale?”
 “I may do one day, but for now I’d rent. I understand large houses like this that are fully furnished and staffed are in big demand. I’d also want to come back for vacations. It is, after all, my home.”
 I drank more of the water. Assuming Rob’s story was one hundred percent true, unless and until I found out more about his persecutors, he couldn’t resume his former career. He appeared to accept that, but suppose he got bored? “What would you do to occupy your time? Find a job of some kind or spend your days at the beach?”
 “I thought I’d lend you a hand with my biography. That will take a while.”
 “And after that?”
 His eyes sparkled with mischief. “I don’t know. Write whodunits, paint sensational pictures with my toes that sell for a fortune, or maybe I could open a business of some kind. Hey, what do you think about me opening a bar or a restaurant?”
 “I don’t. You have no experience, and they suck up money like a vacuum cleaner. Forget it.”
 “I could design my own clothing line and open a boutique.”
 I recapped the bottle of water and put it on the nightstand, then I pulled Rob down under the covers. “I have a much better idea.”
 “And that is?”
 “Shut up and kiss me.”
 * * *

With the help of Rob’s solicitor, Steven Peters, who took care of listing the house for rent, along with various other important details, we left England for L.A. a little over a week later.

My first task after we landed at LAX and I got my car from long-term parking was to collect Mookie from the boarding kennel. I didn’t know if he’d remember Rob, but the moment the attendant opened the door of his cage, the little traitor took a flying leap straight into Rob’s arms.

“Well whadya know.” Rob laughed and buried his face in Mookie’s thick black fur. “I thought he’d have forgotten me after all this time, but no way. He’s got his paws and his motor going full blast.He must really be pleased to see me.”

My next task after we reached my apartment and I’d thrown a pizza in the oven and opened a couple of beers was to check in with Lee McHugh.

I left Rob and Mookie to enjoy their reunion and went into the bathroom, closing the door behind me.
 I took out my cell and speeddialed Lee’s number.
 “This is Lee.”
 “Hi, Lee. It’s Cal. I just got back. Do you have anything for me?”
 “You want to meet in Lia’s? I’m here now.”
 “Grab a table and I’ll see you in five.”
 I turned off the oven and took out the pizza. Telling Rob to help himself before it got cold, I picked up my keys, said I had an errand to run, and that I’d be right back.
 I found Lee at a table in the back of Lia’s, sipping on a glass of draft beer.
 As soon as I sat, a waitress came by. “Something I can get for you?”
 “Just a cola. Thanks.” The woman left, and I looked across the table at Lee. “So, do you have anything for me?”
 He pushed his drink to one side. “I’d forgotten all about it until you called and reminded me. Anyhow, here’s what I have. A couple of years ago, there was a rumor one of the studios hired what amounts to an enforcer to keep costs down. I know, sounds crazy, like something that would only happen in a movie, so I didn’t think any more about it. Then you called and said just enough to set my curiosity alight, so I did a little digging.”
 “You find anything?”
 “I can’t give you names because I don’t have any, but what I got came from a reliable source. About the time in question, someone was hired specifically to look into ways of reducing production costs. The person they hired claimed to be a Wall Street whiz kid who’d lost his job during the meltdown and had references to prove it. It was the answer to their prayers, or so they thought.”
 “And?”
 “I guess he thought he could hang on to the new job by making himself indispensable. With the help of another studio employee, he came up with a plan that was rather clever. He made a list of where the biggest bucks were being spent, represented himself as assistant to the producer and asked nicely if they’d consider helping trim the fat, bearing in mind the downturn in the economy. If the target cooperated, fine. If he or she refused, things turned nasty. They’d find a way to exert pressure—the old do-it-or-else option. If there was nothing to find, they tailored something to fit and told the target they’d make very sure it stuck. After all, everyone knows there are always more actors seeking parts than vice versa, so why not sacrifice one to make a point? For them it was a winwin situation. Or so they figured.”
 “Nice guys.” I breathed a quick sigh of relief. It sounded as if Rob’s story was one hundred percent fact after all. “Where are they now?”
 “Who knows? According to my source, once the rumor started, they vanished. And the reason it was all hushed up so fast is because whoever hired the guy with the brains was smart enough to report the pair of them to the cops as suspected scam artists the moment they pulled their disappearing act. That way, if they tried using their manufactured evidence, the cops would be waiting. I figure the studio was damn lucky nothing happened that the person responsible for hiring them wasn’t able to fix or brush under the rug, otherwise it might have been a very different story.”
 I knew Rob wouldn’t agree with some of that last part. Those jerks had stolen two years of his life he could never get back. He could probably sue if he felt inclined, but without the evidence to back it up, what would be the point? The good news was if he wanted to return to acting, there was nothing to stop him.
 “Thanks, Lee. I really appreciate it. You’ve been a huge help.” I took out my wallet, extracted a couple of bills and pushed them across the table. “Here. Drinks are on me. Sorry, I can’t stay and chat. I have a dinner guest waiting.”
 “Any time, bro.”
 I returned home to find Rob stretched out on the sofa petting Mookie, who was lying on top of him. The pizza was still where I’d left it, untouched.
 I cut a slice and took a bite. It wasn’t exactly cold, but another reheating would dry it out. “You not hungry?”
 “Mookie wouldn’t let me up.”
 I took the pizza with me into the living room and put it on the coffee table. Picking up the cat, who rewarded me with a narroweyed glare and a half-hearted meeoow, I placed him on the floor and snuggled up beside Rob.
 “What was so important it couldn’t wait?”
 “I have good news and bad news.”
 He wrapped one arm around me and used his free hand to squeeze my butt. “Give me the good news first.”
 “First you have to promise you won’t get mad at me.”
 He slid a hand under my chin, tipping my face up so we were eye to eye. “I don’t like the sound of this. What have you done?”
 “I made a few inquiries about the guys who threatened you. I wanted to know if they were still in business.”
 “Shit! You mean you wanted to know if what I told you was true. I don’t believe this, Cal. How could you? You risked my freedom to satisfy your curiosity. Are you nuts?”
 Rob tried to push me away and get off the sofa, but I held firm. “It’s okay, so calm down. I didn’t risk a thing. I didn’t mention your name. And don’t worry. You’re not in any danger from anyone.”
 “How do you know that?”
 “If you’ll give me a chance, I’ll explain.”
 “It won’t change the fact you didn’t believe me. That hurts.”
 I considered lying, but if our relationship was to continue, I had to tell Rob why. “Well, you have to admit it was a pretty wild story, and you were drinking a lot back then.”
 “And doing a few other things I should not have been. You don’t have to rub it in, Cal. I knew I wasn’t doing myself any favors, and I stopped before it became a problem I couldn’t control. But I don’t appreciate you snooping around behind my back when I specifically said to leave it alone.” He hesitated, frowning. “What do you mean I’m not in any danger? How can you possibly be sure?”
 “Because I am and you’re not.”
 Rob’s frown deepened. “You want to explain?”
 “I’m a reporter for an entertainment magazine. That means I listen to gossip, rumors, and way out stories because it’s part of my job. When you told me what happened to you, I thought it more than a little strange that with so many people involved I hadn’t heard even a hint of any wrongdoing. Those guys were working for one of the biggest studios in Hollywood and what they were up to should’ve made headlines.
 “Why stop at you? If they could make up believable evidence and have it stick, they had the whole fucking world by the balls. So where were the other victims, and why hadn’t I heard anything? Why hadn’t Donny made a fuss? The more I thought about it, the more I figured it was the result of a bad trip or too much booze. Sorry, babe. I had to know. You’re still a young man. You want to live the rest of your life in fear, worrying those bozos might decide to make good on their threats justfor the hell of it?”
 “I understand why you’d think that. I think.” He smiled and stroked my cheek. “And I admit the possibility of them lurking in the bushes did cross my mind. Do you know if there were other victims?”
 “I imagine there were, but if they did to them what they did to you, it’s unlikely they’ll ever go on record by admitting it. The good news is that the guys who set you up are long gone. From what I’ve been told by a longtime, very reliable source, in case you’re wondering, a rumor started that the studio had hired an enforcer to cut production costs. When the shit hit the fan and the enforcer and his partner took off for parts unknown, the studio went into full defense mode and put a lid on the situation by reporting them to the cops as scam artists. This means, if they ever try to benefit from their little caper, they’ll be the ones in trouble.”
 “I hope you’re right.” Rob pulled me close and laid a soft kiss on my lips. “I suppose the bad news is that the bastards got away with it, correct?”
 “They didn’t wait around for the cops if that’s what you’re asking, and the cops won’t go looking without a ton of hard evidence from any victims. We both know they won’t get it, but that’s not the bad news.”
 “No? What is?”
 “You need to call Donny and ask if he can find you a job.”
 “A job? Don’t you mean a starring role?”
 “Just do it, okay?”
 Mookie jumped onto the arm of the sofa and tried to insert himself between the two of us. It took him a few seconds to accomplish his goal, but finally he made it, following which he closed his eyes and went to sleep.
 Rob kissed my forehead. “This is the best.”
 “What is? Cat breath and cold pizza?”
 “No. Being a family again. I love you, Cal. You, too, Mookie.”
 “We love you, too. So remember when bad things happen you need to keep us in the loop, okay? We can’t help if we don’t know, agreed?”
 Could be I imagined it, but right after I said that I thought I heard a faint “Meoooow” of confirmation from somewhere close by.
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For TJ Delaney and Cole Labelle, it’s time to turn their lives around and get real.
 TJ needs to exchange his playboy lifestyle for a job and prove he’s a responsible adult rather than a spoiled, rich brat. Cole needs to free himself of his family’s control and their paranoid fears by proving being gay like his father is the only thing he and the man who gave him life have in common. And that by being openly gay hewon’t cause them public embarrassment as his father did.
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